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His publications include Practices of Dialogue in the Roman Catholic Church: Aims and
Obstacles, Lessons and Laments (Bloomsbury, 2006) T his essay will explore the ecclesiology of Pope Francis and consider its significance for the future of the Church in Africa. I will do so by describing four basic ingredients in the pope's ecclesiology. I will then explore how these elements work together to challenge centralization, clericalism, and triumphalism in the Church by promoting practices of synodality and how these elements support the Church's mission to work against forms of colonialism, neo-colonialism, and the most fundamental matrix of colonial power by advancing radical democracy in society. This is Pope Francis's agenda for global Catholicism -synodality and democracy -but it must take shape and be actualized in distinctive ways based on the geographical, social, cultural, and economic realities faced by distinctive continents, nations, and civic areas, including across the great continent of Africa.
It is widely recognized that Pope Francis has initiated a new phase in the reception of Vatican II's vision of the Church. By so doing, he has advanced in fresh ways the Church's mission of mercy and work for justice in response to the cry of the poor and the cry of the earth.
I write as an ecclesiologist who has, for over twenty-five years, studied the reception and implementation of the Second Vatican Council in the Church across the spectrum of institutional levels of the global Church, but especially in national, diocesan, and parish contexts in the United States.
1 More recently, my research and writing have focused on the use of dialogical processes for group discernment and decision making in the local church in parishes and in community organizing in civil society. Thus, I have concentrated on the use of group dialogue processes in local expressions of synodality in parishes and, at the diocesan level, in the collective discernment of the Church's mission and pastoral priorities. I have also devoted considerable attention to how analogous forms of group dialogue have been used in the promotion of grassroots democracy in civic society, and in particular how Catholic parishes have participated in broad-based community organizing with people of other Christian churches, other faiths, and other worldviews to promote par-ticipatory governance and economic democracy. These are distinctive priorities in the documents of Vatican II, and Pope Francis has given special attention to them.
In this essay, I will briefly recall main themes from Pope Francis's ecclesiology that have become widely recognized. I will give hefty quotations from the pope's writings and speeches, because he is such an effective communicator. Then, as someone who has followed the work of theologians and the Catholic Church in various centers in sub-Saharan Africa for a couple of decades, I will consider the significance of Pope Francis's ecclesiology for the future of the Church in Africa.
Let me begin by identifying four ecclesiological themes accentuated by Pope Francis and which are also important as we think about the future of the Church in Africa: the people of God, the sense of the faithful, reality and the signs of the times, and the call to a synodal Church. I will discuss each of these themes in more details in the following pages. When we think about what is distinctive about Pope Francis's vision of the Church, many themes come to mind. Shortly after being elected, he put it this way: "How I would like a church that is poor and for the poor." 2 This was the great desire of Pope John XXIII on the eve of the Second Vatican Council, and it marked a defining agenda among a group of bishops participating in the council. 3 It cannot be denied that, from the first day of his pontificate, Pope Francis has devoted himself to local churches that are poor and to poor people around the world. This is one main reason why he chose Francis for his name after Francis of Assisi, the friend of the poor; it captures the preferential option for the poor especially associated with the Church in Latin America. As I will argue at the end of this essay, while it is true that Francis has given special emphasis to the poor, he has done so to draw widespread attention to the Church's mission to alleviate the effects of poverty that affect daily life and living conditions as well as to struggle against the causes of poverty -the social, cultural, and institutional patterns of exclusion -that deleteriously affect people.
Another defining feature of the pope's ecclesiology is his summons for all the members of the Church to embrace a missionary option -a mission of mercy and justice -a missionary option as a field hospital in a wounded world. Mindful of these defining characteristics of Pope Francis's teachings, I wish to concentrate
on four themes that demonstrate that Pope Francis has initiated a new phase in the reception of Vatican II. These themes will provide a framework for considering two special topics that are particularly important for the pope and for the Church in Africa. To say that, through baptism, Christians participate in the prophetic office of Christ means that they have come to recognize and receive the truth of the gospel in their lives. And thus, they are called to be truthful witnesses of the faith, to live out and apply the gospel faithfully and creatively in their daily lives. As such, the prophetic people of God are not only, in their own way, guardians of the apostolic faith of the Church with the teaching authority of the bishops, but also, by applying the faith in their everyday lives, they are also the source of doctrinal development and, thus, should be continually consulted and collaborated with in the discernment of the faith.
THE PEOPLE OF GOD
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Based on this teaching, Pope Francis has challenged bishops, priests, and theologians to be in close contact with the sense of the faithful -to pray and worship with the faithful, to eat and drink with them, to collaborate with them in religious education and in works of mercy and to work for justice -to be totally immersed with the sense of the faithful people of God in local churches and communities and among populations that have been excluded and on the periphery of the Church around the world. These people of God provide a reliable and challenging source and norm for the confession of faith.
As we read in Evangelii Gaudium:
In all the baptized, from first to last, the sanctifying power of the Spirit is at work, impelling us to evangelization. The people of God is holy thanks to this anointing, which makes it infallible in credendo. This means that it does not err in faith, even though it may not find words to explain that faith. The Spirit guides it in truth and leads it to salvation (96). As part of his mysterious love for humanity, God furnishes the totality of the faithful with an instinct of faith -sensus fidei -which helps them to discern what is truly of God. The presence of the Spirit gives Christians a certain connaturality with divine realities and a wisdom which enables them to grasp those realities intuitively, even when they lack the wherewithal to give them precise expression.
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HEEDING REALITY AND THE SIGNS OF THE TIMES
Building on what he has said about the people of God and the sense of the faithful, the pope has given new attention to Vatican II's theme of heeding "the signs of the I also believe that an important connection can be made between his promotion of heeding the signs of the times and his axiom that "realities are greater than ideas."
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During his years in the seminary, Jorge Mario Bergoglio encountered the deductive methodology of manualist theology which was rejected at Vatican II, but it is also the case, we are told by one of his biographers, that Bergoglio resisted a deductive approach to sociology and Marxism, particularly during his years at the Colegio Máximo de San José. 14 This emphasis on the signs of the times and the reality principle helps us to appreciate the pope's regular critique of ideologies that fail to grasp reality and, in fact, distort it.
If we were going to identify the realities to which Pope Francis has given special attention, we would certainly include the reality of the poor, the increasing problems associated with global poverty, and neoliberal economic patterns of exclusion that contribute to increasing economic injustice and disparity.
The second area of reality that has received the pope's attention has been the problem of the environmental crisis. This reality has certainly been a concern for John Paul II and Benedict XVI, but what is truly remarkable is Pope Francis's effort to call attention to this multifaceted reality -to develop an integral ecological approach, not only in terms of experience (environment, biodiversity, water) but also in terms of science, culture, and economics.
FINDING OUR WAY TOGETHER: THE CALL TO BE A SYNODAL CHURCH
Synod is a word that comes from the Greek word synódos; the prefix syn means "with" or "together," and ódos means "way" or "journey." Thus, synódos can be translated as "the way together." The Acts of the Apostles refers six times to Christianity as "the Way" (ódos), as in "the way of the Lord." 15 In the second and third centuries, Christians started using the word synod to describe "a gathering" of leaders and disciples and "a communal practice and institution" dedicated to "finding our way together" through group dialogue -honest conversation and attentive listening -aimed at group discernment and decision making. Synodality means finding our way together through group dialogue and discernment. an easy concept to put into words, but not so easy to put into practice. Francis also passionately denounces efforts to control honest speaking in synods and has counseled no self-censuring, and there is a backstory here that will explain his rationale. It is a well-known fact that, at synods and in other places of public speech in the Church, certain topics were considered taboo and certain church officials policed discussion, guarding against these issues being raised. At the synod of bishops held in 2014, Pope Francis addressed a complaint of many bishops attending synods since the mid-1980s: that there were cardinals in the Roman curia who restricted discussion of certain topics in small language groups. Some issues could be debated at synods, but not others. When priesthood was discussed, for instance, participants were scolded for bringing up the topic of married priests, and since 1994, the ordination of women has been, of course, a taboo subject. We need to sink our roots deeper into the fertile soil and history of our native place, which is a gift of God. We can work on a small scale, in our own neighborhood, but with a larger perspective. Nor do people who wholeheartedly enter into the life of a community need to lose their individualism or hide their identity; instead, they receive new impulses to personal growth. The global need not stifle, nor the particular prove barren.
Here our model is not the sphere, which is no greater than its parts, where every point is equidistant from the center, and there are no differences between them. Instead, it is the polyhedron, which reflects the convergence of all its parts, each of which preserves its distinctiveness. Pastoral and political activity alike seek to gather in this polyhedron the best of each. There is a place for the poor and their culture, their aspirations and their potential. Even people who can be considered dubious on account of their errors have something to offer which must not be overlooked. It is the convergence of peoples who, within the universal order, maintain their own individuality; it is the sum total of persons within a society which pursues the common good, which truly has a place for everyone.
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What Pope Francis has said about the people of God, the sense of the faith of God's people, the signs of the times, and synodality, provide the framework for his 18, 2017, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_20031016_pastores-gregis.html. 28 Francis, EG, [235] [236] understanding of the missionary character of the Church, its mission of mercy and inclusion, and performing this mission as a field hospital for people wounded in and by the world.
THE FUTURE OF THE CHURCH IN AFRICA: DECENTRALIZATION AND SYNODALITY
I have introduced four main themes in Pope Francis's ecclesiology that provide a framework for his vision of the Church's mission of mercy, which he has described as serving the role of a field hospital, something that has captured the imaginations and hearts of many Catholics and non-Catholics alike. Another way of approaching the heart of his agenda is to consider two of his critical agendas: decentralization and decolonization. His remedy for the problems associated with centralization in the Church -triumphalism, clericalism, and infantilizing the laity -requires advancing a synodal approach to dialogue and discernment at the On no less than three occasions during his first two years as pope, Francis called for an examination of conscience -among bishops, priests, and pastoral workers, but also among a narrower audience comprised of curial officials -to draw attention to what can be characterized as social sin or structures of sin in the Church. In these contexts, Francis focuses on three particular sources of structural sin. First, he gives special attention to pathologies of power associated with corporate corruption as well as with clericalism and the pathos of curial centralization. Second, he frequently returns to the role of ideologies and ideological elites with their distinctive approach to knowledge and power. And third, he occasionally mentions the influence of demonic powers on individuals and groups. These three factors contribute to the subjugation of members and groups within the Church. They are not traceable or reducible to individual intentional acts and personal responsibilities but may be a part of an historical order of things that has been handed on through canon law, ritual rubrics, bureaucratic policies and practices, and spiritual disciplines. These modes of discourse, discipline, and identity patterns can come to the surface in an examination of conscience that serves as an examination of consciousness, the half-conscious, and the unconscious in a purifying labor required for a change of heart and a change of structures. 29 "Do we make the lay faithful sharers in the mission? As pastors, bishops, and priests, are we conscious and convinced of the mission of the lay faithful, and do we give them the freedom to continue discerning, in a way befitting their growth as disciples, the mission which the Lord has entrusted to them? Do we support them and accompany them, overcoming the temptation to manipulate them or infantilize them?" In A third source of social sin or structural sin in the Church comes up periodically in the pope's speeches or homilies (but not in his public writings) when he acknowledges that, in all of these areas, "the evil spirit [or, the devil] is afoot." As he puts it, "The decision for missionary discipleship will encounter temptation. It is important to know where the evil spirit is afoot in order to aid our discernment. It is not a matter of chasing after demons, but simply one of clear-sightedness and evangelical astuteness." 32 Pope Francis's call for an examination of conscience provides, in fact, an examination of consciousness, but it also brings to light the unconscious where opaque forces -not entirely derivative of and within the control of intentionality or will power or rationality -are at work. His treatment of pathologies of power, ideologies, and the demonic introduces such forces into our understanding of personal sin and social, structural sin. These categories exceed the domain of intentional subjects.
These categories introduce dark forces in the self and society that are unconscious and unintentional, and they can work behind the scenes or behind the backs of individuals or communities. But that is not to say that they cannot be engaged, contested, and resisted at the level of personal or collective consciousness and public contestation about structural reform. And this is the strength of Pope Francis's position. As a result, I believe that Pope Francis offers resources for the doctrine of social sin and institutional sin, and particularly the sinfulness of the Church, that exceed those developed by Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI. 33 For Pope Francis, any discernment of spirits at work in these dynamics will inevitably include conflict and struggle, which should be negotiated at the intersection of personal engagement with the sense of the faith of the people of God and by confronting the depth and refractoriness of reality. These are precisely the basis for his program of pastoral reform associated with decentralization in the Church, and they require the practices of dialogical discernment and decision-making associat- 24, 1954 24, , 15-28, last accessed December 18, 2017 24, , https://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/it/ speeches/1955 and "Christmas 1955 Message," Vatican website, December 24, 1955 , 26-41, last accessed December 18, 2017 In January 2015 in the Philippines, Francis introduced the phrase "ideological colonialism" to contrast with the more commonly used term "political colonialism": "Let us be on guard against colonization by new ideologies." He continues, "Just as our peoples, at a certain moment of their history, were mature enough to say 'no' to all forms of political colonization, so too in our families we need to be very wise, very shrewd, very strong, in order to say 'no' to all attempts at an ideological colo- 
